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Chapter I
INTRODUCTION
One of the problems that every teacher must face is
how to adapt his teaching to the wide range of individual
differences found in every classroom.

Is it possible to

group children by ability for instruction and still hold a
democratic philosophy and establish a democratic climate in
the classroom?
It is to answer this question, which involves not only
philosophical but psychological and sociological aspects as
well, that the writer has made his readings.
The writer has read and stated various viewpoints
held by different educators, and has also studied the findings of research in this area.
Perhaps the conclusion the writer has arrived at is
debatable, as are most educational policies, but the writer
now feels more able to take part in discussing grouping
policies and to defend with more competence his own stand in
this matter.
When we speak of grouping we find that it means different things to different people.
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It is because of the
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definition of this word and its interpretation, that much
of the controversy stemming from it arises.
To some people, grouping implies an education of an
elite society, in an authoritarian manner, with a complete
disregard for life adjustment.

To others, the failure to

group students is an archaic means of educating the masses,
through a watered-down curriculum and a stressing of nonacademic matters.
Fundamentally it is impossible to avoid some kind of
grouping of students.

They have already been grouped by

age when they start their school life.

The range of group-

ing extends from the bottom of the educational ladder,
heterogeneous grouping, to the very top, which would be
grouping by ability.

The in-between plans are synthesis of

these two basic ideas.
Grouping can be defined as a technique of classroom
management having as its purpose, the creation of an environment in which better teaching can take place.

Grouping is

a kind of organization for adjusting the curriculum to the
needs of all the students.

It is a means to an end;

it is

not an end in itself.
In attempting an evaluation of a program of grouping,
we must always keep in mind the total plan of education, as
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well as the purpose of the group and its immediate effect
upon the child.

Perhaps all plans of grouping that are

practiced have as their merit the recognition of the individuality of children.
In order to better understand some interesting and educationally promising plans, the early history of educational grouping is needed.

Chapter II
HISTORY OF GROUPING
In the early days of our country, education was almost
entirely individual in character.

Both the dame schools

and the "district" schools of the seventeenth and eighteenth
century were without classification.

In the dame schools,

children from three years to ten received individual instruction twice a day.

In district schools the children attended

only when the teacher and school moved to their district;
they picked up their education where it had left off.

In

these schools there were no supervisors, no course of
studies, and no grades.
It was only as urban communities developed, that an
attempt to teach children in groups began.
A certain order of instruction began to appear in
Boston in the early 1800's; in fact grade "norms" were being introduced. 1
1John I. Goodlad and Robert Anderson, The Nongraded ·
Elementary School (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1959),
p. 45.
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The emergence of textbooks began in 1821 with an
arithmetic text being introduced by William Colburn and,
following this, came the first published set of graded
textbooks, the McGuffey Eclectic Readers, in 1837.
Following the graded textbook was the establishment of
the first full-fledged graded school at Quincy, Massachusetts
in 1848.

This unified as well as graded-school, was copied

from the Prussian graded school, whose virtues has been extoled by Horace Mann.

This new school system sorted pupils

of like achievement and either passed or failed them at the
end of the school year.

By 1870 all schools, even one room, had been graded,
courses of studies had been prescribed, and promotions were
based on the material covered in the text.
Because of this promotion plan thirty per cent of
children in the primary schools failed, and this figure increased to fifty per cent as children reached intermediate

grades.

In 1900 the "laggards in school" became a problem

of national concern because of the cost of education.
The graded school brought into focus the fact that all
children are not the same size, the same kind, do not have
the same ability, nor attain the same things.

It was to take

care of these differences that many plans were formulated to
place these individuals in "groups" from which they could be
instructed profitably.

Chapter III
KINDS OF GROUPING
In attempting to meet the needs of children of varying abilities, five basic plans have been formulated:

An

attempt to hold standards constant and attain uniform
achievement by increasing the amount of instruction for slow
students; an attempt

~o

hold the course of study constant

and differentiate the amount of time required for slow,
medium, and fast learners; differentiate the course of study
for different learners but hold the time constant; divide
courses of study into units of specific activities and
achievements, each child advances at his own rate in each
subject; an attempt to attain homogeneous instruction
through XYZ groupings on basis of capacity as revealed by
IQ tests.2
Of the many grouping plans in practice, all unique yet
overlapping, the following plans exemplify the attempts of
educators to meet the individual requirements of children
2Walter Cook, "The Gifted and the Retarded in Historical
Perspective," Phi Delta Kappan, XXIX (March, 1958), pp. 251-55.
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as they see them.
The ungraded primary schools of today are compared by
some to the little red schoolhouse of another era, but they
have as their reason for existence, not convenience, but the
recognition of the profound differences in children temperament, bodily structure, and mental abilities.

Because chil-

dren enter school with a range of from three to five years
in their readiness to profit from a "graded" concept of
schooling, these ungraded primaries are making an attempt to
be ready for the child when he comes.3

Ungraded primary

schools are organized on three levels rather than a grade
standard, and children from kindergarten through third grade
progress from one level to another at his own pace and without suffering the stigma of failure.

Classrooms are organized

aroung achievement groups, interest groups, and work study
groups simultaneously.

In the ungraded schools, planned

heterogeneity is as important as planned homogeneity in others.
Flexibility in grouping is essential.
In grade grouping, also called chronological age or
heterogeneous grouping, children are taught by a teacher to
whom they are assigned regardless of their achievement, intelligence, or other differences that are present.

3Goodlad and Anderson, p. 27.

The problem
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of individual differences is met by a program of enrichment,
possibly by accleration, by grouping within the classroom,
or grouping between grades, as in reading.
Homogeneous or ability grouping was first initiated in
the Detroit schools in 1920.

Ability grouping is an attempt

to reduce the range of variations within a grade by making
use of different test data.

Usually intelligence, readiness,

and achievement tests, as well as teachers' judgment of the
pupil, are used in determining classroom placement.
According to its advocates, the Winnetka Plan, long in
operation, has the merits of ability grouping but none of
its problems.
as such.

It has abolished grade promotions and failures

The course of studies is divided into individual

and group activities.

Children spend about one half their

time in individual work and the other half with the group.
Heterogeneity is the basic classroom idea but yet individual
~ptimum

growth is stimulated by personalized record forms

or "goal cards."
Another plan of grouping long in operation is the
Dalton Plan.

This plan is based on individual progress,

group interaction, and a time-budgeting "contract plantr to
aid individuals to achieve as much as possible.
lum is divided into two component parts:
social.

The curricu-

academic and physical-

In academic subjects the formal recitation was
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replaced with the conference.

Each child had his own "con-

tract" and sought help from several teachers when needed.
In non-academic activities there was total class participation.
In the Walteria School in Torrorre, California, a
multi-graded plan of grouping is being practiced.

Reports

from this plan, whereby several grade levels are placed in
one room, indicate increased academic achievement as well
as better personal and social adjustment.4
Chicago schools are experimenting with "vestibule
grouping.n5

This is a plan for less mature children who

are enrolled in first grade because of chronological age
requirements.

These immature children are enrolled in 1-c

before proceeding through l-b and 1-a in first grade.

They

spend one and a half semester in grade one, rather than fail
or repeat this grade.
Automated grouping is one of the latest suggested plans
being tried to cure the ills of the educational world.

Auto-

mated grouping is based on the premise that it is possible to
place into logical sequence all experiences to which a pupil

4rb1d., p. 68.
5H. G. Shane, "Grouping in the Elementary School,"
Phi Delta Kappan, ILI (April, 1960), pp. 313-19.
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is exposed in each subject. 6

Under this plan skills, under-

standings, and concepts have been identified and listed
sequentially.

These various skills, understandings, and

concepts which pupils have not mastered are punched on the
pupils IBM card for each subject.

It is possible to group

students on a basis of these elements of a subject field
which they have not learned.

Automated grouping is based

on the achievement of youngsters and nothing else.
Washington D.C. makes use of a grouping system which
is ref erred to as "tracking" or the four-track system.
started because of the integration of the schools.

It

Due to

social and economic factors the Negroes educational achievements were not comparable to the white children so the four
track system, comprising a program of honors, regular,
general1 and basic education was instituted.

Washington D.C.

educators say it is undemocratic to give equal treatment to
unequals.7
In 1957 Paul Woodring developed a synthesis of the ungraded, multiple, homogeneous, and individual concept of
grouping.

He suggested kindergarten through eighth grade be

6s. P. Rollins, "Automated Grouping," Phi Delta Kappan,
XLII (February, 19611, pp. 212-14.
7F. A. Fredenburger, "Same Education For All? Some
Schools Say Nol," Good Housekeeping, C.IXI (September, 1960),
PP• 121-22.
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divided between ungraded primary school and a middle elementary school.

The more able student could spend as little as

two years in primary school, the less able four.

A bright

child could leave elementary school by the age of eleven,
while the dull would remain until he was thirteen. 8
A new approach to grouping is being tried at Dundee
Elementary School in Greenwich, Connecticut.

It is called

"team teaching" and under this plan teachers are ttredeployed"
to take advantage of their strengths and de-emphasize their
weaknesses.

Students are "regrouped" depending on the sub-

ject being taught, and the pupils unique abilities.9

The

first team teaching experiment was under the guidance of
Robert Anderson of Harvard's Graduate School of Education,
and took place at Lexington, Massachusetts where the superintendent of schools was John Smith, who is now the superintendent of the Dundee School.

The Dundee team-teaching oper-

ation is being watched closely by many educators, who feel
that a one teacher, self-contained classroom is as decidedly
"old hat" as a horse and buggy.
In all grouping plans the competency of the teacher,

8H. G. Shane, "Grouping in Elementary School," Phi
Delta Kappan, XLI \April, 1960), PP• 313-19.
~
9Howard J. Langer, 0 Team Teaching at Dundee," Scholastic
Teacher, (February 27, 1963), pp. 5-10.
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and the size of the class is of most importance.

Regardless

of what plan of grouping a school used there are many problems
involved.

It has been said that a schools' grouping policy

usually reflects the schools' philosophy of education.

Chapter IV
SCIENTIFIC, PSYCHOLOGICAL, AND SOCIAL

CONSIDERATIONS OF GROUPING
All schools group students for instructional purposes
and though their plans vary widely, they all have as their
objective a degree of homogeneity which provides group experiences from which children can profit.

However it is in

the field of ability grouping that a school, or individual,
reflects his basic conception of the purpose of education
and his attitude toward individual differences.
In discussing ability grouping in an elementary school
the questions arising are related to the scientific basis
for grouping, the theory of the social process underlying
grouping practices, and the kind of society we should have,
as implied in the purpose of grouping.
Is there a scientific basis for grouping?

When we

seek to find in scientific data a conclusive proof that ability grouping is either good or bad, we cannot find that evidence.

Each child's background is qualitatively different;

this fact modifies his drives, his personality, and the details of his daily functioning.
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In attempting to measure
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human behavior we are dealing with a unique unit in every
person, and how learning situation affects that person cannot be controlled.
Both Gestalt and organismic psychologists recognize this
phenomona and would challenge the basis used by most schools
in ability grouping.

Organismic psychologists, who view the

world as a moving, becoming process, would find it impossible
to find relations that remain uniform while change goes on.
In their view the placement of children in groups, in a moving world, on a basis of past achievement would be dangerous.
When we speak of the social process what is meant?
The social process is all that occurs as people live together; it involves the responsibility and integrity of the individual working for the good of all.

It implies a sympathet-

ic understanding of all individuals, whether they have many
talents or few.

The question arises as to what kind of

grouping in our schools would best produce in a student a
desire to develop his own potential to the fullest, an understanding of the worth of all people, and responsibility for
achieving a common goal.

Does ability grouping meet these

criteria?
What kind of society should our schools try to propagate?

A democratic society elevates the worth of the individ-

ual and demands that he be counted as a person and treated
with dignity.

American education has as one of its tasks to
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provide an equal opportunity for all interests and .abilities
to find and develop their potentialities.

It is the duty of

the schools to help all levels to work together harmoniously
because each individual is but a part of a great social organization.
Could ability grouping achieve this goal?

John Dewey

felt that children should be trained to live and participate
in groups.

He felt the bright would learn leadership is bal-

anced by responsibility, and the slower child would be taught
acceptance of differences through cooperative experience, in
which he performed a necessary task.

Is this cooperative

experience realized in ability grouping?
What type of groups best teach pupils to live together
in interacting groups with different functions but mutual responsibilities?

Which type grouping will provide the leader-

ship needed by our country?

Which grouping plan satisfies the

social and educational urges of the potential delinquent?lO
Many interesting and diverse views in relation to these
views in relation to these questions can be found.

Ability

grouping is as controversial today as it was in its infancy.

lOR. Bruce Rapp, "Social Problems and Pupil Grouping,"
The Grouping of Students, ed. Guy Whipple, Twenty-fifth YearBook of the National Society for the Study of Education,
Part I (Bloomington, Ill.: Public School Publishing Co., 1936),
pp. 53-56.

Chapter V

THE CASE FOR HETEROGENEOUS GROUPING
A.

Possibility of Homogeneity
The attempt to group students in any other way than

heterogeneously is an oversimplification of h1.:1man nature.
Classification does not remove individual differences.

Re-

gardless of how children are grouped, there will still be a
wide variety of abilities.

In attempting to group children

by ability we assume that achievement is dependent upon intelligence, and that the relationship between intelligence
and achievement is static.

We disregard motivation, atti-

tudes, interest, and teaching practices as being of any
great importance.
Research reveals that student variability is only imperceptibly reduced through ability grouping, when a broad
range of academic, intellectual, physical, and social traits
are considered.
Anastasia states that the effectiveness of general ability grouping depends upon the relative magnitude of trait differences, that is the variability of the individual from his
subject of highest achievement to that of his lowest.
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Trait
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variability in the typical individual is
dividual variability in his age group.
differences are normally distributed.

80~

as great as in-

Research shows trait
Some individuals are

twice as variable as others and there is no relationship between general ability and amount of time variability.

Ana-

stasia and Foley have data to prove that individual differences in traits and abilities were reduced no more than 20%
through ability grouping.11
After a period of instruction are individuals more alike
or less alike?

Research in this area indicates that the more

effective the instruction, the more adequately the needs of
the pupil are met, the more heterogeneous the group becomes.
Since this is true, teachers must still be aware of individual differences and must adapt his curriculum to these individual needs.

This responsibility is not lessened by the so-

called homogeneous grouping of students.
B.

Emotional Health
How children feel about themselves with regard to their

placement in ability groups has been explored in its relation
to emotional health, which is considered to be equally important as physical health in American education.
ported by the Luchinses (Abraham

s.

Research re-

and Edith H. Luchins) in

11A. Anastasi and John P. Foley Jr., Differential Psychology, (New York: The McMillan Co., 1949), Chaps. 14-15.
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the Journal of Genetic Psychology 72: 3-9, March 1948,
showed that children classed as ttdull" felt stigmatized,
and that the "bright" ones snobbish with regard to their
top group status.
The grouping of students by ability deprive children
in lower groups of the stimulation provided by the bright
student.

Many times the child in the lower group comes from

a home environment which provides nothing to intellectually
stimulate him so he sinks into a state of hopelessness, due
to deprivation in both home and school.

The less able stu-

dent is able to learn many things from the bright one and
this cooperate enterprize is of value to both,

It has been

suggested that the bright child help along the intellectual
path the less bright, just as the experienced mountain climber helps the novice climber in his ascent of the mountain.12
Heterogeneous grouping aids the bright student because
repetition produces greater recall and emotional ease in
meeting intellectual tasks.

These two qualities are counted

as the most valuable assets of the gifted.

It has been

charged that the gifted child will become bored with the average study material; however bright children have time to
speculate on different parts of what is being said and use
their own critical judgment in an evaluation, and achieve a
12 s. Bettleheim "Segregation New Style," School Review,
LXVI (September, 1958~, pp, 251-72.
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deeper understanding.
Many people feel that our gifted children should be
provided with special facilities in our school, thereby creating the charge that we are going to produce an "intellectually elitett society by providing ttspecial opportunitytt for
the intelligent and "equal opportunity" for the rest.13
What are the special needs of the gifted child?

It

has been suggested by R. Barclay that his needs are the same
as all human beings have ••• "acceptance, appreciation, understanding, and warm secure ties.nl4

These needs would

possibly be met best in a heterogeneous classroom.

c.

A Research Report
A case for heterogeneous grouping could be made by

using the results of a two year study made by Columbia University, involving 2200 fifth and sixth grade pupils in fortyfive elementary schools in New York City. 1 5 They were divided
into five ability levels and fifteen grouping patterns.

The

conclusion reached by Professor Goldberg of Columbia University was that the mere assembling of pupils with similar
abilities did not have any positive effect on the academic

l3Ibid.
l4R. Barclay, "Gifted Child, What Are His Needs?," New
York Times Magazine, (April 3, 1960), p. 104.
l5uAbility Grouping in Elementary School -- New York
City," Sch9ol_anq_SQ~ietx, XC (April 21, 1962}, p. 186.
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attainment of the fifth and sixth grade students studies.
He stated that the effect of the teacher on achievement
gains was more potent than the effects of pupil intelligence,
ability range, or relative position in the group.
D.

Social Implications
A question worthy of consideration in a democracy is

whether schools have a right, in a society which has been enriched by ideas and innovations from people who are not intellectually gifted, to discourage and limit the aspirations of
children who are not endowed with unusual intellectual powers. 16
Ability grouping can be guilty of this charge.
This sentence from the introduction of Professor

M.v.c.

Jeffries new book ftPersonal Values in the Modern Worldn
might be used as one possible answer.

He says:

It is because of the chasm between aspiration
and capacity, vision and performance, that there
has arisen all these distinctive human activities:
scientific inquiry, artistic creation, philosophical
speculation, and historical experience.17
A statement made by Philip E. Vernon of University of
London in his article ttEducation and the Psychology of Individual Differences" in the Harvard Educational Review deals
16L. Byers, ftAbility Grouping: Help or Hindrance to Social
and Emotional Growths,• ~chool Reyie?[, IV (Winter, 1961), p. 449.
l7Sydney J. Harris, "The Glories of Maladjustment,"
Chicago~Daily~~' February 3, 1963.
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with this same subject.

He says:

There are many dangers in introducing anything
that implies competitive selection or stereotyping
of ability levels. It is, therefore, preferable
to keep grouping by age, and later by interest, as
far as possible.
Up until about fiine years of age or fourth
grade, there would be no good case for ability
grouping other than segregation of the feeble
minded, and perhaps temporary remedial classes
for the hi§her-grade defectives and the very
backward.
There is almost common agreement upon the idea that
intelligence is multi-dimensional, but in order to produce
whole men we must abandon our efforts to train or educate
them in part.

The wholeness of the child is reflected in his

learning and behavior, in the meanings which have emerged
from past experiences, his perceptions of the present situations, his hopes and dreams of the future.19

It is in the

heterogeneous classroom that children are provided with experiences that are multi-dimensional and yet unified and in
which a child is considered as an individual.
The strongest point made in the plea for heterogenity
in the classroom is that the separation of pupils into separate groups determines a pupils view of himself and of mankind and prevents any real idea of unity among men.

This

idea is expressed in an article written by Sidney J. Harris

l8Harold Spears; ttHeterogeneous Grouping," N.E.A. Journal,
XLVII (October, 1958), P• 478.
19Hugh Perkins, "Children Need·to Achieve Wholeness,"
~!.Journal, XLVI \December, 1957), pp. 578-80.
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in which he says:
We divide the world along the grain of our
infirmities. Whatever it is that we most lack, or
need, becomes the boundary line between Us Here
and Those Out There •••••
Thus whether our basic infirmities, or incapacities is physical, economic, or social, it is
this cleavage that determines our view of ourselves and of mankind and that perverts any real
idea of "brotherhood," which is more a slogan than
a feeling. Our brothers are only those who share
our lacks, who feel our needs, who stand under the
same threat.... Separateness creates unity; it
is the Other that makes us One. And t.his concept
of oneness comes only in time of crisis, through
hate, enmity, deprivation, discrimination, conflict
and fear.
Such negative feelings are what endangers our
positive virtues -- our heroism, our unselfishness,
our willingness to subordinate2ahe individual interest for the common good ••••
Separating students reduces the opportunities for exposure to a broad range of ethnic and cultural differences
from which children can learn, through participation in activities, a wholesome attitude toward different races and
different customs.

Cooperative and collective responsibility

will result as children gain knowledge and understanding of
the individuality of others.

Each child must be allowed to

make his unique contribution to a common end and purpose;
he must not be judged by his success with academic subjects,
but on how well he has filled an appropriate place in the
groups advance toward intelligent and appropriate livinge1
20sydney J. Harris, ttThere's No Easy Path to Unity,"
Chicago Daily News, January S, 1963.
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Philip E. Vermont in "Education and the Psychology of
Individual Differences" published in the Harvard Educational
Review makes a plea for heterogeneous grouping by saying:
In the basic heterogeneous groups the wonderous
richness of diverse and divergent talents can be
mined and dignified. In these groups the individuals
learn to relinquish and give, to need and be needed,
to develop patterns of self-directive learn~~g, and
concepts of supportive roles to be learned.

21spears, N.E.A. Journal, XLVII, p. 479.

Chapter VI

THE GASE FOR ABILITY GROUPING
A.

Unfairness Charge
Advocates of ability grouping believe that American

education means that each child-- should be developed to his
own unique capacity and that children, while they cannot be
considered equal, must be equally considered.

They feel that

it is gross unfairness to treat "unequals• equally.

Justice

consists in correctly proportioning the means to the end;
and this can be accomplished only by knowledge of the individual case.

Ability grouping comes nearer to taking into ac-

count the many individual variables than does the aspects of
heterogeneous grouping.
Ability grouping gives children a chance to develop their
maximum potential by providing numerous experiences from which
they can profit.

It is the enrichment provided by a desirable

program that can enable children to become useful citizens and
leaders and help them to achieve self-satisfaction.

In answer

to the question how a man can best spend his life, Andre Malraus in "Man's Hopeu answers, nBy converting as wide a range
of experience as possible into conscious thought.n
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This wide
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range of experience must be provided by our schools.
It has been pointed out that man is most productive
in his early years, and with new techniques and better psychological understanding that we have today, more can be
learned in less time, and that maturity is associated with
the amount of knowledge a person has.

Gifted students should

be allowed to enter school at an earlier age and be allowed
to advance fast. 22 This would be a benefit to both our nation and the student by providing a chance for leadership to
develop through use of the individuals' maximum potential.
B.

Varied Considerations
The emotional health of students must be considered in

any grouping plan.

Slow students may be frustrated and hu-

miliated by repeated failure which occurs when they are
forced to compete with their "mentaln superiors.

The brighter

student may become bored when forced to listen to repetitious
work.

Either condition is detrimental to good emotional

health.
Is it possible to teach all children the same thing at
the same time:

A. H. Turney says it is not because success

in most school subject matter (exclusive of skills and mere
repetition) if these subjects are taught in a truly
22 nAbility -- Most Creative Years of Our Life,"
York Times Mp.gazine, May 6, 1962, p. 24.

New
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developmental fashion, is dependent upon a general ability
(the basis of insight).

For insight to function we must pro-

vide adequate developmental situations.

It is an impossibility

to provide the same data at the same time for children whq
possess widely different potentialities for insight.

There-

fore grouping on the basis of general ability must offer the
best opportunity for truly development.al presentation. 23
Although it is impossible to achieve a truly homogeneous group, it is possible to reduce the range of abilities
somewhat.

Even a small reduction of range gives a teacher

more of a chance to really ttsee" each child and know him as
an individual.

The charge that a teacher would be less like-

ly to see individual differences is answered by this reasoning:

Any teacher who cannot recognize differences among a

class with a restricted range of achievement is less likely to
recognize the same degree of differences among a wide range,
even though the wide range would be more easily recognized.
A teacher dealing with a restricted range of abilities
would be more able to vary his curriculum and approaches to
meet the students needs.

A. H. Turney says:

23A. H. Turney, Q.roupJp.g_gf_f~pil~, Twenty-fifth
Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education,
Part I (Bloomington, Ill.: Public School Publishing Co.,
1936), p. 96.
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The outstanding error made in the interpretation
of ability grouping is the failure to realize
that if the curriculum permitted full use of
mental abilities and motivation were maximal,
low sections would seldo24 if ever, appreciably
overlap higher sections.
Ability grouping has been pointed out as being a practice that is creating an ttelite" segment of society.

It has

also been accused of being a form of segregation as bad as
Little Rock.
However, segregation means merely separation and selection and is evil only when separation is of an extended duration and leads to social discrimination or handicaps the individual in pursuit of his natural or constitutional rights.
Ability grouping for a few hours a day at the most, cannot be
called extended separation.
P. Woodring says that the development of an "intellectual elite• is a fallacy, as in this country it is the sports
hero or movie stars who form the so called "elite" rather
than the intellectual leaders.

He cites, as an example of

this, the pay of educators and sports figures. 2 5

c.

Ability Grouping and Democracy
Ability grouping is said to be inimical to a democratic
24Ibid., p. 111.

-

2 5P. Woodring, "Ability Grouping Segregation, and the
·
Intellectual Life," Schopl_ and So_gj.ety, LXXXVII (April 11, 1959),

PP• 164-5.
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way of life.

Philip A. Boyer writing on a democratic phil-

osophy of education states:
"If we endorse a philosophy of education that is
dynamic in its recognition of individual and social
progress, and that facilitates ability to think
. straight in an ever-changing environment, we shall
reduce emphasis on standardized subject matter as
such, emphasize the discovery and development of
individual potentialities, foster individual and
social adaptability, and promote in both pupil and
teacher greater initiative, and freedom of choice.
There will be activity, flexibility of adjustment,
curriculum integration, guidance, individualized
learning contacts, and a social philosophy of
living, but there still will be grouping. The
wise administrator recognizes that broad educational ends can be attained more effectively if
pupils work together in school as in society, in
congenial groups. These groups will have not only
a community of purpose and a naturalness of interaction, they will also provide a reasonable
assurance that each pupil in the group will make
a real contribution 2 ~o the group experience and
will profit by it."
Many educators feel that learning the group processes
is itself one of the very important goals of grouping.
Groupings tends to develop understanding, industry, perseverance, tolerance, cooperation, and enables a pupil to get a
truer estimate of himself.

These are qualities that cannot

be measured, and proven to exist.
26Philip A. Boyer, "The Administration of Learning
Groups in Elementary Schools," Th~ Grouping of PµpilA, Twentyfifth Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education, Part I (Bloomington, Ill.: Public School Publishing
Co., 1936), p. 191.
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D,

Academic Achievements
Academic achievements have been the subject of much

research, but due to so many variables, they cannot be said
to be without error.
A favorable report comes from the Dade County Public
Schools, Miami, Florida,

They report significant gains in

academic achievement, no significant loss in social relationship between students in cross grouping, and the subjective judgment of teachers indicate that balanced cross
grouping provided increased opportunity to develop creative
talents and to encourage aesthetic appreciation,27
Another report from the East Brunswick, New Jersey
schools states that non-graded homogeneous grouping made it
possible for children of all levels of advancement and ability to achieve more,28
R. B. Elkstrom reports in his "Critical Review of
Experimental Studies of Homogeneous Grouping" a great variety
of experimental designs and no consistent pattern of results.
Many experiments failed to control the type of teaching and
to provide differentiation of teaching according to ability
27Jeff West and Collie Sievers, "Experiment in Cross·
Grouping," Junior ~ducational Reserv,e_, LIV (October, 1960) ,
PP• 70-2,
" ..
28R. C. Anderson, ncase for Non-graded Homogeneous ·
Grouping," Elementary School Journal, LIII (January, 1962),

PP• 193-7.
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levels.

Many studies made use of unwarranted assumptions

of similarities between pairs of subjects.

However in ex-

periments that provided for differentiation of teaching
method and materials for groups at each ability level, results tended to favor the homogeneous group.29
The National Educational Research Association in its
reporting tends to favor homogeneous grouping.30

The N.E.A.

also reports that in a teacher opinion poll, on the question
of grouping students by ability, teachers voted 2 to 1 in
favor of it.3 1
Ability grouping to be successful is dependent not only
upon the teacher, but also upon the community.

It requires

an understanding by the parents of its objective to help, not

only the gifted, but all children,

It requires more man-

power for testing, guidance and counseling, and more personnel
for organization of the school.

A program of grouping re-

quires continuous and comprehensive reviewing, not a single

29R. B. Elkstrom, "Critical Review -- Experimental
Studies of Homogeneous Grouping," School Review, LXIX No. 2
(Summer, 1961), pp. 216-26.
30J. Wayne Wrightstone, Classroom Organization For Instruction, Dept. of Classroom Teachers, Am. Ed. Research Assn.
of the N.E.A., May, 1957, P• 27.
3l"Teacher Opinion Poll 2 " National Education Association
Journal, L (April, 1961), p. 62.
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test.

Ability grouping must allow children to spend some

time in a typical classroom with all kinds of people, because any position of leadership involves working with a
cross-section of humanity.

Chapter VII
ESSENTIALS OF GOOD GROUPING
A.

The Role of the Teacher
Harold Shane has expressed the opinion held by most

educators when he said, "The philosophy and ability of the
able teacher is undoubtedly more important than any grouping
plan, however ingenious it may be, with respect to creating
a good environment for teaching and learning.n3 2
A teacher's personality and attitude will affect the
climate of the classroom and teaching procedure in such a
way as to provide conditions and experiences that will lead
to healthful personal and group growth for pupils.

A warm

and sympathetic teacher makes for a friendly teacher-pupil
relationship.

A cooperative, democratic attitude, kindness

and consideration for the individual pupil, and patience have
been found by researchers to be the traits mentioned by students about the teacher who helped them most.33
32H. G. Shane, nGrouping in the Elementary School,"
Phi Delta Kappan, XLI (April, 1960), p. 313.
33wrightstone, P• 27.
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Authoritarian methods induce pupil attitudes of selfconcern and of competition with others, while a laissezfaire approach by a teacher tends to produce a state of extreme individualism.

Under a democratic climate the pupil

attitudes developed are concern for the welfare of the group
as a whole and also for the individual in the group, and a
relationship among group members that will produce the desired goal.
Not only the teacher's temperament, but energy, resourcefulness, and the amount of training all have a direct influence on the effectiveness of his teaching.
It is the teacher's duty to learn more and more about
the individuals in his classroom so that he can learn to like
and understand that person and to realize that child is characteristically exceptional in his own way.

It is the teacher

who can help small children become acquainted with their own
and their schoolmates differences, and appreciate this individuality.

The teacher must be ready and able to act as a

guidance counselor.
The real task in any grouping lies with the teacher.
His job is to adjust subject matter so a child can use his
mental ability and to adjust method so he will use it.34

3~urney, p. 108.
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B.

Intraclass Grouping and Flexibility
During the past twenty years experimentation and re-

search have emphasized grouping within the class as a way of
improving instruction and providing for individual differences.

Intraclass grouping represents an attempt to organ-

ize classes in a democratic manner with maximum social and
personal development of the individual, even though the problem of heterogeniety within the small group remains.35
One specific purpose for grouping within a classroom
would be to provide direct instruction of a specific skill
needed in a particular subject,

This group would usually be

formed for a short time and would be disbanded when they have
met their original need.
Sometimes groups are formed on the basis of common interest, such as a science class, where projects are planned
and executed.

This small-group activity, with its measure of

pupil freedom and self-determinism, its spirit of active cooperation is in itself a source of interest and emotional
satisfaction.
Social groups are closely related to pupil interest and
special problems.

Children who have similar interests usually

35Mary Clare Petty, Intraclass Grouping in the Elementary School, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1953), p. 189.
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like to work together as a social group.

It may be a com-

mittee to decorate the room, plan parties, or pass the milk.
Groups will vary in size from a single individual to
the whole class receiving instruction.

In the whole class

method pupils will vary in their depth of understanding but
yet all pupils may be engaged in activities related to the
whole class experience.

This type of instruction is very

successful in the area of the social sciences.
Small group activities are important not for acquiring
skills, but also for learning democratic procedure and techniques of communication.

It is from the small-group activi-

ties that children gain insight into the personality of other
pupils.
Flexibility is a characteristic of effective organization.

Children should always be in at least two different

groups at the same time.

There should be general ability

groups, interest groups, and friendship groups all working
in the classroom at the same time.

These di.f'ferent groups

to which a child belongs will be based on a variety of criteria and this diversity will cause children in a class to
work with all members of a class at some time during the year.
Some groups may be long lasting and some of short duration.
Planned heterogeneity in some curricular areas is as important as planned homogeneity in others.
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To meet the needs of a class, or subgroup, a classroom
teacher must adapt his instruction to the special needs and
disabilities of certain pupils.

His instruction will vary

from the direct and uncomplicated for the slow learner to
the complex association of ideas for the bright; from short
time units and specific assignments to long-range assignments
that require a high degree of mental organization.
The learning process must be organized so the slow student will be enabled to proceed with success and not be overwhelmed, and the high-ability pupil be challenged by extensive
reading and individual projects.

Norman Hamilton, writing in

Educational Leadership says:
•Each child can develop a wholesome self-concept
in harmony with his ability. This can be partially
achi·eved through opportunity to participate with
many different groups of children of varied ability.
Wholesome self-concepts are developed through experiences whiQh challenge, but offer opportunity
for success.n.:.SO

c.

Administrative Policy
Because no grouping plan is superior to the effective-

ness with which it is executed, administrative leadership must
be considered an essential factor.

Administrative policies

must make it possible for teachers to know a pupil well enough

36N. K. Hamilton, "Providing for Individual Differences,"
Educational Leadership, XVIII (December, 1960), p. 178.
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to meet his needs, and must provide instructional material
with a wide range of difficulty and interest appeal commensurate with the needs of the instructional groups.
For a teacher to know his students well, a class of
twenty-five or less is recommended.

A systematic testing

program will enable a teacher to know more about the pupils;
it will tell him the educational experiences they need.

A

permanent record file containing not only profiles but samples of a child's various work will aid a teacher.
Administrative policy should view grouping, not as an
effective administrative device, but in terms of the total
program of education.

The basis for grouping would by phy-

sical and social development, since these are the obvious
criteria for status in childhood groups.

A child should live

and work with the group he most obviously belongs with -- one
which he accepts and which accepts him.

Physical and social

development is best indicated by chronological age.

Grouping

within classes would be on a basis of needs.
A wealth of instructional materials must be available
to the teacher and student.

This would include classroom

libraries, audio-visual aids, and kits of learning materials.
Having listening centers, viewing centers, and kits of learning materials help pupils assume responsibility for their own

learning through increased independent activity, and also
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facilitates development of individual interests.

An ade-

quate library must contain material suitable for a wide range
of readers.

Enrichment is essential to any type program.

Grouping will differ from school to school because of
difference in the competency and maturity of the staff, size
of staff, class size, size of the school, nature of the
plant itself, and the social curriculum.

However, all forms

of grouping, if they are of any value, will have the same
objective:

the desire to help every child achieve his po-

tential through recognition of his individuality.

Chapter VIII

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Grouping is a technique of classroom management for the
purpose of adjusting the curriculum to the needs and abilities
of the students.

The range of grouping is varied, and ex-

tends from heterogeneous grouping at the bottom of the educational ladder to ability grouping at the top.

In an evalua-

tion of a grouping policy in a school, evaluation must be in
terms of the total plan of education, as well as the purpose
of.the group and its immediate effect upon the child.
Grouping originated in Boston in 1800 with the development of separate reading and writing schools, and came to
flower in 1848 with the establishment of the first full-fledged
graded school at Quincy, Massachusetts.

It was the graded

school that brought into focus the fact that all children do
not achieve the same things at the same time, and plans were
formulated to place children in groups from which they could
profitably be instructed.
Although many different names are applied to various
grouping ideas, five basic plans are used.

Standards are

kept constant, but more instruction is given the slow student
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in order to attain uniform achievement.

Sometimes the course

of study is held constant but different amounts of time are
given the slow, medium, and fast learners.

~iB.ny

plans differ-

entiate the course of study for different learners but hold
time constant.

Other grouping plans divide the course of

study into units and allow each child to advance at his own
speed in each subject.

The fifth plan is an attempt to ob-

tain homogeneous instruction through groupings based on
capacity revealed by IQ tests.
Grouping involves questions concerning the scientific,
psychological, and philosophical basis of its existence.
Scientific research in this field is unreliable because of
the presence of too many variables.

Psychologists tend to

view it questioningly because an attempt to measure human
behavior and learning situations is precarious.

A democratic

society elevates the worth of the individual and demands that
he be counted as a person and treated with dignity; how to
meet this demand is the problem of each grouping plan.
Among the arguments in favor of heterogeneous grouping
is the fact that homogeneity is never achieved; ability
grouping only slightly reduces variability.

Heterogeneous

grouping allows students to attain a feeling of unity with
his classmates, receive stimulation from the bright ones, and
to be exposed to a wide range of ethnic and cultural differences.
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Increased academic achievement through ability grouping has
never been proven conclusively by any research study.
In ability grouping we must consider these points of
view.

Advocates of this plan say that it is unfair to treat

"unequals" equally, and that it is when children are grouped
by ability that they are equally considered.

Emotional

health suffers from repeated failure, frustration, and boredom, which might occur when heterogeneously grouped. 'The
danger of an "intellectually elite" society in America is unwarranted because our culture does not worship the
ual.

intellec~

Ability grouping develops interest, perseverance, under-

standing, cooperation, and allows a student to get a true
estimate of himself.

Research shows when methods and curri-

culum are adapted to further the adjustment of the school to
the child, results seem to favor grouping.
The most essential factor in any grouping plan is the
ability and philosophy of the able teacher; he must be considerate of every student, friendly, resourceful, and able to
adapt his material to the needs of many abilities.

Admini-

strative policies that make it possible for the teacher to
know his students well and provides varied instructional
materials are also conducive to successful grouping.
The writer believes that any teacher, when contemplating
grouping of any kind, must examine what he believes about
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children and about our society.

He must study the relation-

ship between what he does and the consequent behavior in
children to see if it is the behavior he desires in these
children.

He must act on his own judgment but must constantly

evaluate his actions.

Because the teaching process is a

human relationship, and because teachers as well as children
are individuals, the question of nshould We Group?n must be
answered by the individual teacher.
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